Where are you? A heideggerian analysis of the mobile phone by Ilharco, Fernando
Where are you?




1962,	 1978,	 1977).	 As	 such,	 it	 holds	 the	 promise	 of	 clarifying	 what	 phenomena	
are.	In	order	to	do	that	as	far	as	the	mobile	phone	is	concerned	we	attempt	here	
a	 phenomenological	 description	 of	 the	 mobile	 phone	 via	 its	 contextualisation	
within	an	ontological	background.	This	paper	aims	at	reaching	the	 fundamental	
meanings	that	constitute	the	founding	criteria	on	the	basis	of	which	we	recognise	





namely	 concerning	 the	 pervasive	 information	 and	 communication	 technologies	
(ICT),	particularly	the	mobile	phone.	
ICT	 is	characterising	our	engagement	 in	 the	world	 (Castells	2000,	Giddens	
1999,	Borgmann	1999,	McLuhan	1994)	–	 talking	on	 the	mobile	phone,	 through	


























In-the-world,	Man	is	 the	kind	of	being	whose	Being,	 that	 is	whose	essence,	
is	the	central	 issue	for	him.	Thus,	 in-the-world,	humans	are	essentially	ahead of	






















accessed	 in	 our	 own	 terms,	 that	 is,	 according	 to	 our	 identity	 or	 in	 mineness	 in	
Heidegger’s	words	(Heidegger	1962).





























the	 objects	 are	 unavailable	 or	 occurent	 –	 that	 is,	 present-at-hand	 –	 the	 person	
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professional,	 a	 consultant,	 an	 academic,	 a	 technician	 has	 always	 and	 already	 an	
understanding	of	 the	world.	His	existence	 is,	 in	each	case,	 the	possible	ways	 for	
him	to	be	–	to	choose,	to	take,	to	fulfil,	to	disclose,	or	to	pass	over;	this	is	precisely	
what	it	means	to	be	acting.	We-are-always-already-alongside-the-world-the-oth-




















We	 always	 have	 a	 knowing	 how	 of	 being-in-the-world.	 As	 we	 find	 mobile	
phones,	PCs,	TVs,	cars,	and	other	entities	in	the	mode	of	ready-to-hand,	we	enter	
a	knowing	how	of	these	entities,	that	is,	we	understand	them	–	“understanding	a	




































tool.	 This	 paper	 phenomenologically	 works	 out	 Ge-stell, the	 essence	 of	 modern	
technology,	in	the	realms	of	ICT.	




more	 slowly	 modified”	 (Ellul	 1964:	 14).	 Before	 the	 arrival	 of	 industrial	 technol-
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formerly	cultivated	and	set	in	order	appears	differently	than	it	did	when	to	set	in	
order	still	meant	to	take	care	of	and	to	maintain”	(Heidegger	1977:	14-5).	Mod-













that	 is,	 towards	 efficiency.	 In	 this	 way	 technology	 reveals	 a	 world	 of	 resources.	
These	resources	belong	to	an	already	ongoing	process,	which	essentially	does	not	
designate	the	dam,	the	hydroelectric	plant,	the	machine,	or	any	other	typical	tech-
nological	 object,	 because	 it	 rather	 chiefly	 designates	 “nothing	 less	 than	 the	 way	














sence	 (Heidegger	1962,	1971,	1978),	 to	human	 fundamental	coupling	 in/with/to	
the	world.	Acting	in	language	ICT	affects	horizontally	each	and	every	kind	of	hu-
man	activity.	 It	 is	because	 information	is	an	 integral	part	of	all	human	activities	
that	all	processes	of	our	individual	and	collective	existence	are	directly	shaped	by	
ICT	Castells	(2000:	70).5	Language	is	that	which	adjusts	us	to	environment	and	to	
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these	possibilities	address	the	whole	earth	and	all	human	activities,	 is	per se the	
dominating	 character	 of	 Ge-stell	 as	 an	 essential	 element	 of	 the	 essential	 way	 in	
which	ICT	unfolds	in	the	world.	It	is	in	accordance	with	the	possibilities	revealed	
by	ICT	as	background	that	man	nowadays	is	experiencing	the	real.

























unfolds	in	this	way	that	it	enframes and	nature	“remains	orderable as a system of 
information”	(Heidegger	1977:	23;	our	italics).	Here	Heidegger	addresses	indirectly	
the	 essence	 of	 ICT	 that	 we	 are	 indicating	 by	 suggesting	 that	 ordering	 meaning	
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and	 science”	 (Heidegger	 1984:	 76).	 This	 all	 inclusive	 human	 experience	 of	 real-
ity	was	first	concretely	unveiled	in	the	sixteenth	century	by	the	‘Memory	Theater’	






This	power	of	Ge-stell,	 concealed	 in	modern	 technology,	 “rules	 the	whole	
earth”	(Heidegger	1966:	50).	Ruling	the	whole	earth,	it	logically	and	necessarily	
reveals	what	the	earth	is	as	such.	The	earth,	our	world,	is	now	enframed,	that	is,	
united,	and	thus	 it	appears	as	something,	as	 the	globe,	 for	 the	case	of	our	age.	
As	 the	 earth	 is	 ICTised,	 it	 becomes	 global.	 This	 globe,	 hanging	 suspended	 in	
space,	 is	a	 technological	being	because	 it	 relies,	depends,	and	appears	only	on	
the	grounds	of	a	world	previously	revealed	by	Ge-stell.	Phenomenologically	we	
confirm	this	by	describing	the	event	of	the	globe	in	space,	which	is	not	something	
we perceive directly with the eyes, much	in	the	sense	Aristotle	(1998)	used	this	
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background,	mobility	 emerges	because	 it	does	not	matter	 anymore	where	you	
are	in	the	globe	in	order	to	be	connected,	to	be	communicating,	to	be	in	touch,	
to	call	and	be	called.	












1962,	 Varela	 et al.	 1991,	 Borgmann	 1999,	 McLuhan	 1994),	 the	 mobile	 phone	 is	
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is	 indeed	 one	 device	 whose	 physical	 appearance	 is	 rather	 similar	 to	 the	 mobile	













apparently	promises	to	 free-up	 its	user’s	 time.	However,	 the	 logic	underlying	 its	
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or	 the	 shamrock	 organisation,	 teleworking,	 the	 extended	 enterprise,	 freelance	
experts,	or	even	downsizing	practices,	are	supported	by	this	new	pattern	of	mo-
bility.
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